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Abstract
As can be overheard in many offices populated by both Japanese and
foreign EFL professionals throughout Japan “difficulties can arise in the
language classroom” (Taguchi & Naganuma, 2006). Part of the reason for
this is that education environments and student behaviour are heavily
influenced by the socio-cultural constructs of the country in which they
are being taught (Pray & Marx, 2010), which is sometimes overlooked or
overgeneralised in EFL courses. This paper will provide an overview of
the social and cultural constructs that are prevalent in Japanese society
based on a contemporary literature analysis; and will explore in what ways
these constructs may influence educational praxis, classroom dynamics and
teacher/student relations in Japanese educational institutions. Using
Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological systems theory as a guiding tool, this paper
will provide an overview of the typical Japanese learner, and outline some
of the common problems faced by educators at the classroom level in an
attempt to provide professional development and reflection opportunities
for educators in Japanese high school and University EFL environs.
I. Introduction
EFL education in Japan provides many challenges for both teachers and
learners in the classroom. From issues ranging from student motivation towards
studying English, to the common lack of communicative participation from learners,
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many issues are present within Japanese EFL contexts. Why these issues are
prevalent can in some cases seem like a mystery, yet looking at the social and
cultural constructs that dictate behaviour and etiquette in Japanese social science
literature, we can begin to understand why some of these issues may be present.
Through understanding these socio-cultural constructs, non-native teachers in Japan
should be able to better understand their students’ predisposition within the
classroom, which could then in turn assist teachers in how they approach their
classroom preparation and practice, and also how they could then motivate and
improve the communicative competence of their students. This paper will introduce
the Japanese socio-cultural constructs of the Uchi-Soto Phenomenon and the concept
of ‘Face’, before outlining how each of these constructs can and does influence
classroom praxis and participation in Japan. Throughout this paper,
Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) will be
incorporated to show at what level these socio-cultural constructs may impact
Japanese students.
II. Literature review
1. Literature on socio-cultural constructs in Japan
The main theories that will be outlined within the paper are the Uchi-Soto
phenomenon and the concept of ‘Face’. These theories will then be placed into
Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological systems theory to show in what ways they have an
impact on the individual learner.
1.1. Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory
Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems theory allows for the understanding of
how social, cultural, political and environmental factors shape and mould an
individual’s development. Within Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems theory, there
are 5 systems that play a role on an individual’s development. These systems are the
Microsystem, the Mesosystem, The Exosystem, the Macrosystem, and the
Chronosystem.
Kevin Alan BARTLETT７４
According to the table above, the categories of contextual influences that shape
and mould a person’s behaviours and development are:
• Individual system- Regarding a person’s age, gender, ethnicity, personality,
language and health,
• Microsystem－regarding a person’s immediate environment, such as family,
school, friends, workplace,
• Mesosystem－comprising of interrelations among major settings containing the
developing person at a particular point in their life,
• Exosystem－systems that influence individuals indirectly, such as the
government, economic systems, mass media, laws and educational systems,
• Macrosystem- Social ideologies and values of cultures and subcultures
• Chronosystem- the historic and cultural influences, along with time.
Below is a table outlining Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory and how
it can relate to Japanese students’.
Diagram provided from “iLearn Careerforce New Zealand” (2018)
The Influence of Socio-Cultural Constructs on Educational Praxis in Japan ７５
The above chart outlines how Japanese students are influenced by their
surroundings based on Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems theory. As we can see,
at the individual level, a Japanese student is a native speaker of Japanese, living in a
country where English is not spoken outside of the classroom. At the micro level,
we can see that the student is influenced by fellow students in the classroom, their
relationship with their family and teachers, and other individual’s that they may
come into contact with on a daily basis (Uchi). At the macro level, we can see that
culture and behaviour are shaped by the larger community in which they are
located, which is collectively based on the constructs that are introduced via media
and throughout the larger community (Soto). Finally, at the Meta level, we can see
that students are further influenced by their country’s cultural and historical
foundations that shape the attitudes and ideologies of the society in which they
belong (Face/Soto).
1.2 The Uchi-Soto Phenomenon
An individual’s place in Japan and in the group is elucidated by the
“Uchi－Soto” (inner/outer circle) phenomenon. “Uchi” or inner circle refers to people
who belong to an individual’s inner circle, such as family members, classmates,
colleagues, or someone of the same age. The “Soto”, or outer circle, refers to
someone who is not in a similar group in which the individual finds themself, such
as someone from school, someone working for a different company or someone
from a different age group. Thus, one’s place changes depending on what
environment one finds themselves in (Sugimoto, 2010). Within Bronfenbrenner’s
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Ecological Systems theory, “Uchi” would be found within the individual system and
the microsystem, where “Soto” would be found within the confines of the
mesosystem to the chronosystem. For example, in a Japanese educational setting
such as high schools or universities, “Uchi” would refer to the year level and class
number that a person belongs to (Sugimoto, 2010). “Soto” refers to people in the
outside group, such as students who are in a lower or higher year level.
The “Uchi-Soto” phenomenon plays a role across Japanese society, whether it
be at school, at home, within the workplace or even in public places among
strangers. Thus, knowing the age, status, year level or occupation of the person one
is communicating with will dictate the type of language that one is expected to use
in certain contexts to not become out of place (McVeigh, 2014). Thus, knowing
whether a person ranks higher or lower on the social hierarchy is important to
establish before appropriate communication and behaviour can occur. This is where
the commonly heard term of address of “Senpai－Kohai” (Senior－Junior)
differentiates the hierarchy of individuals and how they view themselves in relation
to others (Holliday, 2010). This is a vital consideration when looking at the
classroom culture of conformity to the group and the role of the teacher in
educational praxis in Japan.
1.3. The concept of “Face”
The concept of “Face” in Confucian influenced societies is also an important
consideration as it has an impact on how people communicate with each other and
express themselves. Across Asian societies, as is evident in China, Korea and Japan,
the concept of “Face” informs the way that the individual’s reputation is viewed
within the group, and also how the individual represents the group through his/her
actions, manners and opinions (Tao, 2014). Within Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological
Systems theory, the way that one perceives themself would be found within the
Individual system. The way others view the individual would be found from the
microsystem level all the way to the chronosystem level. Thus, when the concept of
“Face” is considered from the standpoint of teachers as the “possessors of
knowledge”, and where students’ roles have long been to absorb that knowledge in
Japanese educational contexts, its influence on classroom behaviour becomes clear.
As students are seen as the passive “receivers of knowledge”, being too inquisitive
and taking up too much of the teacher’s time can be viewed as hindering other
students’ learning opportunities (Sakamoto, 2012). Furthermore, if students make
mistakes that their peers do not, this may diminish how the student is viewed within
the group. Thus, the social norms in a society such as Japan can be seen as a heavy
burden that is always lingering above each and every individual. This in turn
influences behaviour, speech, and attitude in a variety of settings.
“Face”, according to the sociologist Ho, is a means to maintain harmony within
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the group or society in which a person finds themself. The importance of “Face” is
demonstrated in the family, school, workplace and wider community. To maintain
“Face” means that one is acting in a manner that is in harmony with other people
and their social and professional surroundings (Ho, 1976). However, when an
individual says something inappropriate or acts in a way that disrupts the harmony
of others around them, the level of respect and how this person is viewed can be
affected (Kwang-Kuo, 2012). Takita (2008) gives the example that if a younger
employee within a workplace makes a suggestion or expresses an opinion that
directly opposes a senior member, this person is said to be overstepping their place
within the organisational hierarchy, therefore causing negative “Face”. According to
LeTendre, Baker, Akiba, Goesling, and Wiseman (2001), at the classroom level, if a
teacher makes a mistake when teaching grammar or communicative tasks, this can
also be viewed as negative “Face” in the eyes of the learner. Furthermore, if
students speak out of turn or ask questions during class time, this can also be seen
as negative “Face” if the question is not one that requires further explanation by a
majority of students present (Bestor, 2013).
III. Discussion
With these cultural constructs in place, we can now begin to discuss and
investigate in what ways they may manifest to influence educational praxis in the
Japanese EFL classroom. As these socio-cultural constructs are evident in multiple
facets of Japanese society, the way in which they manifest in certain situations and
environs may change based on the people present, the type of environment people
find themselves in (formal/informal) and to what extent people feel influenced by
the aforementioned cultural constructs.
In some cases, it may seem that Japanese students are introverted, as has been
identified by Moreno and Bartlett (2016). Although this introverted categorisation
was identified as a results of an MBTI survey, the extent to which participants’
responses to certain questions were influenced by the society and culture in which
they were accustomed may be difficult to identify. In Japanese classrooms where
“the teacher is seen as the holder of knowledge, and where student roles are seen as
being the receivers of that knowledge” (Aspinall, 2013), the opportunity to
participate in a communicative way is much more limited when compared to
western classroom environments. Furthermore, Hendry (2013) explains that the long
-standing expectation of EFL classes is one in which students accumulate facts but
have little opportunity to discuss them or have views without being able to express
them.
Hendry (2013) emphasises that in the ‘large culture’ view of Japan, that the
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virtues of self-control, dedication and singularity of purpose are admired and
rewarded in the Japanese school and business environment. Due to the rigid system
of teachers presenting knowledge, and students’ roles in the classroom being to
absorb that knowledge, in the Japanese context, learning the grammatical rules and
structures of a language rather than acquiring a language for communicative
purposes is seen as the norm in many junior and senior high school settings.
This can most certainly be a case of the Uchi-Soto phenomenon at work. Due
to students not wanting to stand out from the crowd by expressing their opinions
when their fellow classmates are not, or a fear of expressing an opinion which goes
against the beliefs held by others in the classroom, Japanese participants are said to
be disinclined to express their opinions without first having the opportunity to
consult with a fellow classmate/confidant, before stating this opinion to the whole
class. This is also a behaviour that is impacted by the concept of “Face”. Due to
participants’ innate fears of standing out from the group or losing respect due to
voicing an opinion that may be perceived as controversial, means that in the EFL
classroom, students response times usually take longer than their western
counterparts. Thus sometimes making it difficult to cover the same amount of
materials in classes that are communicatively focused in Japanese contexts (Bartlett,
2017 a). This could be why many EFL teachers at the high school level in
particular, still seem to focus on classes that are taught using Grammar Translation
methods rather than communicative ones, which has had an impact in Japan’s
overall test score decline on international tests such as TOEIC and IELT’s (Bartlett,
2017 b).
With almost all Japanese university students coming from the Japanese high
school educational settings, expectations from western lecturers about class
participation and requirements is sometimes misinterpreted and misunderstood by
new university students who first need time to adapt to their new learning
environment where communication and voicing one’s opinions is the expectation of
lecturers in university EFL classrooms (Cacali, 2018). As classes are most
commonly taught in Grammar Translation Methods within high school classrooms
in Japan (Gorsuch, 1999), adapting to the communicative based classroom
environment which is expected in Japanese University classrooms takes both time
and effort to assist students to assimilate. Furthermore, allowing for students
to become comfortable with expressing personal opinions and feelings in a
free-flowing way is also influenced by their cultural upbringing (Taguchi &
Naganuma, 2006)
Furthermore, when it comes to teaching approaches in the classroom, it seems
that even though the high school curriculum was changed in 2013 to promote more
communicative based activities to be present in both junior high school and senior
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high school classrooms, many teachers have yet to do so due to the hierarchical
nature of their work environment. Bartlett (2016) discussed in a study on the
implementation of communicative tasks in Japanese high school classrooms that
senior teachers influence and mandate what approaches should be used in the
classroom by younger teachers. Within this study, younger and newer teachers who
may have wanted to use communicative based activities in the classroom were either
unable to based on what was dictated to them to be more appropriate from senior
members of staff, who had only had experiences with Grammar Translation
approaches in the past, or were reluctant to change their approaches based on the
current examination system that is in place in Japan. This once again shows that the
“Uchi-Soto” phenomenon and the concept of “Face” also has an impact on the
classroom approaches that teachers choose to use. This is further supported by
Nishino (2011), who believes that more communication and discussion among
teachers is essential for any type of change in teacher approaches and professional
development to occur.
IV. Conclusion
This paper has outlined some of the socio-cultural constructs that are perceived
to have an influence on both teachers and learners in Japanese educational contexts.
Although there are many more factors that have an impact on student behaviour,
motivation and attitudes in the classroom, along with impacting teachers approaches
to teaching and professional development, this paper has aimed to introduce some of
the basic Japanese cultural constructs that may be encountered by both educators
and researchers who investigate educational praxis and EFL issues in Japanese
contexts.
With a basic understanding of these concepts at hand, hopefully considerations
by teachers in Japan about their approaches to teaching and learning can be reflected
upon. As a result, hopefully teachers will be able to empathize with their students
and their lived environments on a much wider scale. By doing so, this could allow
for teachers to create lesson plans and activities that play to their students learning
strengths. Furthermore, by understanding that students’ reluctance to communicate
in a foreign language is not solely based on their linguistic abilities can allow for
the development of materials that encourages students to become accustomed to the
new communicative environment that they will encounter in university EFL
classrooms. This can hopefully lead to the development, promotion and
enhancement of classes that cater to students strengths, enhancing their language
skills and supporting them in their journey to gain communicative competence.
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